Gendered Person References in German and Chinese News Reporting: A
Comparative Study

Yuemeng Zhu
Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich
yuemeng.zhu@campus.Imu.de

Gendered language shapes societal perceptions of identity and influences how audiences
mentally represent their identities (Braun et al. 2007; Gygax et al. 2008; Stahlberg & Sczesny
2011). While gender-inclusive language has been widely discussed for languages with
grammatical gender, there is little information on languages like Mandarin Chinese, which do
not have any grammatical gender (Hellinger & BuRmann 2002, 2003). This study works on the
differences between systems by comparing gendered person references in German and
Chinese online news articles and examining how translation can affect the gender
representation in theses languages.

In German, explicit gender markings are required in gendered nouns, such as der Lehrer
(‘male teacher’) or die Lehrerin (‘female teacher’) (Braun et al. 1998). In contrast, the
equivalent term in Chinese #(Jii (‘teacher’) is non-gender marked and therefore inherently
gender-neutral. If gender needs to be marked, it appears through additional modifiers (5
‘male teacher’, Z#ifi ‘female teacher’), or person deixis in written contexts (Packard 2000).
The gender information in Chinese is only encoded on the semantic level.

These structural differences pose challenges for translation, as they can impact the
meaning and tone of the original text. In translations between Chinese and German, non-
gender marking may become explicitly gendered and conversely, gendered person references
may lose their gender distinction. We suggest that these shifts can influence how readers
understand the translated texts in cross-language communication.

This study is based on a self-compiled corpus of the online news from People’s Daily in
its German and Chinese edition (Sept. 2023 — Sept. 2024), currently focusing on articles from
the first four months. It examines how non-gender marked nouns in Chinese news articles are
translated in German, and how this affects gender representation.

Initial findings indicate that gender-neutral person references in Chinese are frequently
translated into German with the generic masculine form, which may blur the interpretation of
the subjects’ actual gender. In some cases, German translations also show a tendency to use
more concrete formulations, employing person references even to denote collective or
institutional actors, whereas the Chinese original texts prefer abstract or impersonal
expressions (e.g. translating the term HEE4T )l ‘postal branch’ into Paketzusteller ‘parcel
delivery men (i.e. ‘parcel delivery company’)’). This preference also increases the use of
explicitly gendered person nouns in German translations.

Notably, the German translations come from the official German version of the People’s
Daily, but not from native production. They may not fully reflect current trends in gender-
inclusive language in German-speaking media but offer an insight into institutional practices
from a German-as-a-foreign-language (DaF) perspective. Future work may include
bidirectional translation if there are convincing sources.

Even so, the conclusions still highlight the role of translation as an active process that can
reinforce or challenge gender representations across linguistic and cultural contexts.
Understanding these dynamics in language transfer is important for promoting gender-
sensitive translation practices and raising awareness of linguistic biases.



References

Braun, Friederike; Gottburgsen, Anja; Sczesny, Sabine; Stahlberg, Dagmar (1998): Kénnen
Geophysiker Frauen sein? Generische Personenbezeichnungen im Deutschen. Zeitschrift fiir
germanistische Linguistik 26 (3), 265—-283.

Braun, Friederike; Oelkers, Susanne; Rogalski, Karin; Bosak, Janine; Sczesny, Sabine (2007): ,Aus

Grinden der Verstandlichkeit...“: Der Einfluss generisch maskuliner und alternativer
Personenbezeichnungen auf die kognitive Verarbeitung von Texten. Psychologische Rundschau 58
(3), 183-189.

Gygax, Pascal; Gabriel, Ute; Sarrasin, Oriane; Oakhill, Jane; Garnham, Alan (2008): Generically
intended, but specifically interpreted: When beauticians, musicians, and mechanics are all men.
Language and Cognitive Processes 23 (3), 464—485.

Hellinger, Marlis; Bulfmann, Hadumod (eds.) (2002): Gender across languages. The linguistic
representation of women and men. Vol. 2. Amsterdam: Benjamins.

Hellinger, Marlis; Bulmann, Hadumod (eds.) (2003): Gender across languages. The linguistic
representation of women and men. Vol. 3. Amsterdam: Benjamins.

Packard, Jerome Lee (2000): The Morphology of Chinese. A linguistic and cognitive approach.
Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press.

Stahlberg, Dagmar; Sczesny, Sabine (2011): Effekte des generischen Maskulinums und alternativer
Sprachformen auf den gedanklichen Einbezug von Frauen. Psychologische Rundschau 52 (3),
131-140.



